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THE WORKINGMAN'S ALIENATION FROM THE 

CHURCH. 

My dear Sir : Will you do me the kindness to give me your aid in 
trying to solve a vexing problem ? The problem is this : Why are so many 
intelligent workingmen non-churchgoers ? It may be that the church can 
be of more service to the men of its community than it is at the present 
time. Will you please send me an answer, within a few days, to the ques- 
tions submitted ? 

i. What reasons would be given by your associates, who do not attend 
church, for their absence from the church ? 

2. What remedies would you propose to bring your associates into 
closer touch with the church ? Sincerely, 

H. Francis Perry. 

The plan of this research has been to seek, from three classes 
of men, an answer to two central questions. Accordingly the 
above letter was sent to — 

i. Representative leaders of the wage-earners. 

2. Workingmen who are churchgoers. 

3. Laboring men who are alienated from the church. 

The response has been most cordial and gratifying. Of the 
three classes from which replies have been invited, I consider 
Class 1 — the representative leaders of the wage-earners — to be 
the least important in reflecting the real relation of the working- 
man to the church, because there is here a possible professional 
bias. 

The replies received were from Mr. Samuel Gompers, presi- 
dent of the American Federation of Labor ; Mr. John B. Lennon, 
general secretary of the Journeymen Tailors' Union of America ; 
Mr. M. M. Garland, fourth vice-president of the American Fed- 
eration of Labor ; Mr. John F. O'Sullivan, president of the 
Central Labor Union of Boston ; Rev. Herbert N. Casson, of the 
Labor Church, Lynn, Mass.; Miss Mary A. Nason, of Haverhill, 
Mass.; Mr. George H. Paige, treasurer of the H. & P. Engi- 
neers. 

These replies offer several definite causes for the alienation 
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in question. The most general is that the laboring man believes 
there is an alliance between the rich man, who oppresses him, 
and the church. Some comments touching this point are worth 
noticing : 

Mr. Gompers. — My associates have come to look upon the church and 
the ministry as the apologists and defenders of the wrong committed against 
the interests of the people, simply because the perpetrators are possessors of 

wealth whose real God is the almighty dollar, and who contribute 

a few of their idols to suborn the intellect and eloquence of the divines, and 
make even their otherwise generous hearts callous to the sufferings of the 
poor and struggling workers, so that they may use their exalted positions to 
discourage and discountenance all practical efforts of the toilers to lift them- 
selves out of the slough of despondency and despair. 

Mr. Lennon. — Workmen stay away from the church because their 
employers attend and control the church, and in their daily life, in shop and 
factory, the workman receives but little of Christian treatment from the 
employers. 

Mr. Garland. — Workingmen find much difficulty in reconciling the 
religious fervor of the wealthy while at church with their attitude to their 
fellows in actual life. 

Mr. O'Sullivan. — Believing, as I do, that employers are not all worth 
praying for, and disliking to pray for the prosperity of a " sweater," I do not 
go to church, even if I had the time to do so. 

Rev. Herbert M. Casson. — The men who grind them in business are 
the ones whom they recognize in the front pews. 

Miss Nason. — The churches are not built by them, nor for them, but 
with money taken from them to be used against them. 

The other causes, with explanatory extracts, follow : 

There is plenty of ecclesiasticism in the churches, but there is little 
Christianity. 

Mr. Casson.— Workingmen are understanding better the teaching of 
Christ, and do not see any similarity between Christ and the church. 

Miss Nason. — Workingmen understand that Christianity is only another 
name for justice, love, and truth, and that churchianity is only another name 
for wrong, injustice, oppression, misery, and want. Then they take the two 
apart, and cheer the name of Jesus Christ and hiss the church, separating 
Christianity from churchianity ; honoring the one, scouting the other. 

The church is wrong in trying to reconcile present industrial 
circumstances with a normal and just theory of life : 

Miss Nason. — The cornerer, the syndicate, the trust, hold back the 
riches of earth, sea, and sky from their fellows who famish and freeze in the 
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dark .... and the effort of the church to reconcile the commercial morals 
of modern industrialism with the revelation of human law and life in Christ 
is treason to the kingdom of God in the eyes of most of my associates. 

The church does not treat living issues : 

Mr. Casson. — The church must base its right to existence on present 
usefulness, on character, and on living issues, and not on a past revelation 
and a future life. This we have done in our labor church, and have no 
trouble in reaching the masses. 

The church frowns upon trade unions : 

Mr. Gompers. — The means and methods which my associates have, by 
experience, learned to be particularly successful in maintaining their rights 
and securing improved conditions — i. e., organization of the trade unions — 
have been generally frowned down upon with contempt, treated indifferently, 
or openly antagonized by the ministers and the apparently staunch supporters 
of the church. 

Pew rents are an objection : 

Mr. Casson. — They cannot pay for a front pew, and are too self- 
respecting to take a back one. 

Church services are stale and uninteresting : 

Mr. Paige. — I don't find the average sermon preached in the churches 
interesting to the union workingmen. They are interested in a shorter work- 
ing day, more pay for their labor, better homes to live in, and better condi- 
tions for their families and children in this world, which the church ignores. 

Mr. Casson. — Church services are stale and uninteresting to practical 
or hungry men. 

For these evils, four remedies are suggested : 
The ministry must show their sympathy with the great strug- 
gling mass of workingmen. Mr. Gompers thinks that there is 
an honorable exception to the ministers of whom he has previ- 
ously spoken in 

The men who preach from their pulpits and breathe with every word their 
sympathy with the great struggling masses of humanity ; . . . . these minis- 
ters you will find always interesting, and. not only interesting, but the churches 
filled with the workers who go to hear them. 

Mr. Lennon testifies that he himself is a churchgoer, and 
continues : 

I believe the church will fill with workers and their families as soon as 
the church makes manifest its intention to help the masses to secure a better 
and more comfortable daily life. 
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Give the workingmen the same rights and privileges which 
the rich enjoy : 

Mr. Paige. — If the church would let the workingmen have the same 
rights and privileges that the rich enjoy, the church would be too small to 
hold them all. Let the church help us fight some of our battles with the rich, 
and show it is friendly with the working classes. 

Preach and study less theology and more social ethics: 

Miss Nason. — Set the ministers earnestly to studying, not theology, nor 
creeds, but social economy and its bearing on morality .... until the church 
repents of its money-worship it is not a fit companion for the common people. 

Miss Nason prescribes the last remedy suggested by the 
labor-leader class. It is a no less radical one than driving the 
rich out of the church altogether. In Miss Nason's own words 
she proposes 
To drive the money-changers out of the temple. 

Rev. Herbert N. Casson returns a reply still more startling. 
Mr. Casson despairs of any remedy until the church repents and 
is converted : 

The church has nothing to give that we care to receive, and nothing to 
teach that we care to know. We are very well satisfied to have workingmen 
out of touch with the church. The church must learn before it can instruct. 

The replies from workingmen who are churchgoers strike an 
entirely different note from the foregoing, as regards both cause 
and remedy. The causes assigned by this class are four in 
number : 

Viciousness on the part of workingmen. A Christian work- 
ingman writes : 

In the present shop where I am some devote Sunday to worldly pleasure, 
and in the case of some it would interfere with vicious ways. 

The results of poverty : 

Some think they cannot pay for religious privileges, and cannot dress 
well enough to be present in the church. 

The inconsistencies of Christian men. A deacon writes : 

All that the majority of my daily associates know about the church is 
what they see in the lives of us who are Christians. The most frequent reason 
I receive for non-churchgoing is that there are as good people out of the church 
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as in its membership. In other words, the apparently inconsistent lives of 
those who profess to love the church is an excuse most difficult to meet. 

Indifference : 

No real reason ; they are more ready to bluff me when I invite them than 
to suggest any genuine reason for absence from the church. 

The remedies proposed are : 

More spiritual life and personal effort for non-churchgoers. 
Writes one correspondent : 

Christians should be more spiritual in heart and life, and so be better fitted 
for personal effort with all classes. 

Show that the church cares for the welfare of the working- 
man, not as a workingman, but as a man : 

There is not much sympathy now between employers and employes ; 
each is seeking to get the better of the other, and there is an impression that 
the church does not, as a body, care for workingmen, as distinguished from 
salaried men. I think if I were preaching I would not say much about 
classes, but of the pressing need of all men to seek salvation through Christ. 

True living by Christians : 

We must be sure and serve our earthly employers faithfully, not as eye- 
servants, but as honest Christians. 

We next come to the most interesting and important evi- 
dence of all. Here we have neither the possible " professional 
bias" of the labor representative, nor the different point of view 
of the workingman within the church, but the alienated workman 
speaking for himself. We should here, if anywhere, strike the 
root of the matter. 

In the replies received from this class, five causes of aliena- 
tion appear: 

Loss of faith : 

Men have grown hard under bitter conditions, and think of God as unjust 
and unkind, if there be any God. 

Childhood training. A bookbinder replies : 

Men do not go to church because they had so little training at home when 
they were children. If the Bible be not taught them at home and in Sunday 
school, they will not be found in church in later years. 

Using Sunday for rest and recreation : 

It is the disposition of many to make Sunday a day of recreation. 
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The churches are opposed to the workingman, 

writes one man, 

inasmuch as the church opposes Sunday newspapers, Sunday theaters, the 
Sunday opening of libraries, and every other reform of the kind that would 
benefit the laboring class. 

Too much theology and too little practical preaching : 

There is too much theology and not enough plain gospel truth in the 
sermon. This theology is beyond the comprehension of the workingman. 
He has no interest in it. 

Many men who do not go to church claim that it is because they honestly 
believe that theology is a scheme gotten up to turn the poor man's thought 
away from the present life to some dim, mysterious future world, where all his 
sufferings here will be made up for, and in this way to prevent his trying to 
better himself and his class by overthrowing the system of slavery which our 
present method of business entails. 

The ministers and churches have but little interest in the 
workingman : 

Wage-earners fail to attend church because the ministers of the various 
churches fail to visit their homes. The wage-earner has an idea that, while 
all ministers will be courteous to him, they give all their time to the richer 
members of the church. They claim that the church is doing nothing posi- 
tive to help them in their difficulties. 

The churches are sustained by rich men who grind their workmen. 

We are interested more in the getting of food, raiment, and the paying 
of our rent than in a future life. We want a heaven on earth instead of a 
heaven after death. Jesus Christ is with us outside the church, and we shall 
prevail with God. 

Other comments on this point are in a bitterer vein : 
The church has, as an organized body, no sympathy with the masses. It 
is a sort of fashionable club where the rich are entertained and amused, and 
where most of the ministers are muzzled by their masters and dare not preach 
the gospel of the carpenter of Nazareth. 

The unjust and inequitable manner in which the commercial class, which 
sustains and supports the churches for its own selfish purposes, has treated 
them, causes the laboring men to have nothing to do with the churches. 

As one of the leaders has expressed it : 

The American workingman hates the very shadow that the spire of the 
village church casts across his pathway. 

The church is too fashionable a place for the poor clothing which I must 
wear, 

is the conviction of another. 
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REMEDIES. 

Apply the Sermon on the Mount : 

Have courage to apply the Sermon on the Mount to the social order 
of today. 

The ministers of the church must make themselves familiar 
with the social and economic questions of the day : 

Let the ministers study economics. Let them thoroughly inform them- 
selves upon the labor question ; then let them talk upon these things and not 
upon dead issues, such as those concerning Jonah and Lot. 

Preach Christianity instead of theology. Preach of a heaven 
on earth : 

Advocate and teach a heaven on earth. 

Let the pastor have a personal relation with the needs of 
labor. Be our champion. Visit the laboring man and study his 
needs : 

Ministers should mingle more freely with the poor and less with the rich. 
By doing so you can come in contact with the person, and can better judge 
for yourself of the best way of inducing him to attend church. 

Why should I wish to go into a $200,000 church and listen to a minister 
who gets perhaps $3,000 a year for preaching one sermon a week, denouncing 
the poor railroad man who is striking that his brother-worker should have 
$2 per day ? 

You must have their temporal welfare at heart and understand the great 
questions that interest them as nothing else can until these are settled. 

Let the minister of the gospel visit the homes of the non-churchgoers. 
I believe many fail to attend church because the ministers fail to visit 
their homes. 

It is interesting to notice here a cry from a laboring man in 
Newton, Mass., who echoes a sentiment we have already heard 
from Rev. Herbert N. Casson : 

I would propose no remedy, and have no hope of social reform through 
the church as it exists today. 

I have thus far given in detail many of the answers received 
in my research. None of the bitter things have been suppressed. 
The submitted declarations are a fair resume of the opinions 
received. Five indictments are made against the church : 

1. The church is subsidized by the rich. The minister is, 
consequently, tongue-tied. The rich man's influence is so pow- 
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erful that anything which would arouse his conscience will never 
unwisely escape the preacher's lips. 

While these charges are doubtless true of a few so-called 
churches and of a very few preachers, yet we know scores and 
hundreds of men who would resign a pulpit at once where there 
was a command, either open or implied, to padlock their lips in 
the presentation of truth. It is culpable beyond ordinary cow- 
ardice for a preacher of righteousness to sell his conviction for 
gold, and such a man would be frowned out of the fellowship 
of the ministers of any community. 

2. The ministry discusses themes which are stale and flat. 
They are not living issues. 

This is thoroughly false to the genuine spirit of the church. 
The pulpit teaches preparation for this world's conflicts and 
temptations, as well as safety in a future world. These themes 
ought not to be stale and flat to the earnest man. 

3. The ministry is not well enough informed on economic 
and social questions. 

To this we plead guilty in part. Social science is a new study, 
and could not be found in the college curriculum ten or fifteen 
years ago. To have studied economics or ethics years ago is not 
now to be informed in sociology. To study the labor move- 
ment as the ordinary laboring man glances at it would be far 
from satisfactory. 

4. The workingman is not welcome in the churches of the 
land. 

This is a mistake on the part of wage-earners. Some churches 
may be icy toward him, but these are the isolated exception, not 
the rule. 

5. The church is not aggressive enough in assisting the work- 
ingman to secure his rights. 

Grant all the necessary exceptions to the rule, and deduct 
considerable for sluggishness in the performance of duty, and 
even then the fact remains that most of those who unselfishly 
are aiding the causes of humanity are Christian men, and a large 
proportion of these are ministers. In considering the causes 
dear to the wage-earner which are left unaided by the church, 
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the difficulty often is that the postulates of the workingman are 
so wide of the truth that the church cannot champion them. It 
is not true that men are in a prison-house and the church is 
holding the key. The church may be depended upon to lead in 
securing justice and truth. It must also warn the workingman 
that his alienation often results from tendencies within himself 
rather than within the church. The Jesus who is applauded by 
the average workingman is a minimized Jesus Christ, a fictitious 
person, not the Christ of the gospels. 

H. Francis Perry. 
Englewood Baptist Church, 
Chicago. 



